GOETHE  AS   NOVELIST
escape from hampering conditions of life by becoming an actor,
but had learned from experience that he possessed little talent
for the stage, Goethe portrayed the story of a man of average
ability and no longer wished to depict an exceptional being, a
genius. Wilhelm, like Moritz, is misled by his ambition, but
ultimately he recognizes his mistake and becomes a useful mem-
ber of society.
Although Goethe's purpose in Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre is
clearly a didactic one, the novel remains a product of his over-
riding artistic principle to give a presentation of truth rather than
a treatise on life. Irony is a vehicle for his teaching, and his ironical
attitude safeguards his artistic interests. It keeps his ideas on the
plane of representation and thus prevents them from falling to
the level of comment. If commentaries do become necessary to
make his meaning explicit, he uses certain characters, e.g. Jarno,
to act as his mouthpieces. These characters are not, however,
introduced merely to perform this function. In the course of the
novel they become increasingly important as the representatives
of that ideal of personal and social culture, towards which
Wilhelm Meister's education is orientated and from which it
receives its ultimate meaning.
This aspect of the work Novalis failed to appreciate. As a
Romantic interested primarily in the culture of the individual and
in a world created by poetic fancy, he rejected the social and what
he termed the "economic" values of the novel. But it is here that
its true purport lies. Goethe abandoned his ironic presentation of
Wilhelm's character when the process of education was nearing
its completion, for the solution of the problem of human culture
was serious enough to merit aa explicit treatment.
At the beginning of the novel Wilhelm is a callow youth
whose tastes, views and manners are ill-formed. He has conceived
a passion for the stage which has been produced by three factors.
From his father he has inherited a tendency toward ostentatious-
ness. This point is made by Goethe indirectly in the vivid sketch
of old Meister's character. Secondly, Wilhelm has fallen in love
with the actress Marianne and this circumstance influences him in
his choice of the stage as a career. Thirdly, he has devoted much
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